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The Guatemalan presidential election picture changed quickly in recent weeks as the leading
unofficial candidate for the presidency, retired Gen. Efrain Rios Montt, lost his bid to register as an
official candidate in the Nov. 12 elections and his wife appeared to be his most likely replacement.
Rios Montt is secretary general of the conservative Frente Republicano Guatemalteco (FRG) and
president of the legislature. He tried unsuccessfully this year to evade a prohibition in Article 186
of the Constitution, which bars anyone who came to power through a coup from being a candidate
for the presidency. Rios Montt served as de facto head of state in 1982-1983 following a military coup
(see NotiSur, 05/19/95 and 07/21/95).
On July 23, Rios Montt led a march to the civil registry (Registro de Ciudadanos, RC) to apply for
registration as a presidential candidate. He was accompanied by some 3,000 supporters singing
the national anthem and chanting "If the people want him, who is going to stop him?" Despite the
display of popular support and charges by Rios Montt's critics that he was trying to intimidate the
RC, four days later RC director Felix Castillo Milla announced that the application was rejected
because of the Article 186 prohibition. He noted that the FRG could register some other candidate
but would first have to hold a national convention. He said that the FRG had three days to appeal
the ruling. Despite Rios Montt's rejection by the RC on the same grounds during his attempt to run
in 1990, his lawyers quickly entered an appeal to have the RC decision reviewed.
A similar appeal in 1990 was rejected by the electoral tribunal (Tribunal Supremo Electoral) and
the Court of Constitutionality. But the appeal this year seems to be merely a procedural move to
first exhaust the legal process and then turn to a political alternative. Soon after the RC ruling was
announced, FRG leaders began talking publicly of nominating a substitute candidate before the
September deadline for candidate registration. "The people can rest assured," said FRG deputy
Francisco Reyes, "that Rios Montt will come to power because there are many ways to do it." On the
list of possible candidates was Rios Montt's choice as vice presidential candidate, Harris Witbeck;
congressional deputy Arturo Soto; and Rios Montt's wife, Maria Teresa Sosa de Rios. There are
other leaders who could be presidential candidates for the FRG, said Rios Montt.
But by the end of July, party leaders were hinting broadly that the candidate was already chosen and
would be announced once the appeal process was concluded. On Aug. 2, Arturo Soto resigned from
the FRG in a dispute with party leaders who, he said, were determined to nominate Sosa de Rios
as the presidential candidate and Witbeck as the vice presidential candidate at the Aug. 19 party
convention. At a recent party meeting, Sosa de Rios was already introduced as "the new candidate."
Some election observers say that the withdrawal of Rios Montt from the presidential race gives a
boost to Alvaro Arzu of the Partido de Avanzada Nacional (PAN). Others suggest that none of the
remaining 15 potential candidates is likely to win a first round majority in November, forcing a
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runoff in January. (Sources: Notimex, 07/24/95; Associated Press, 07/25/95; Reuter, 07/26/95; Agence
France-Presse, 07/22/95, 07/23/95, 07/27/95, 08/02/95, 08/04/95)
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